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The need to lessen the dropout rate for America’s high schools necessitated a
search for answers by examining the impact of athletic participation on at-risk high
school students. Research supports the contention that benefits athletics for students atrisk of dropping out. However, the majority of empirical research on athletic
participation has been conducted on athletes and non-athletes, leaving a gap in regard to
at-risk students. The study provides a comparison between athletic participation and nonparticipation with at-risk students. The goal of this study was to share the findings of an
investigation of the impact of athletic participation on at-risk high school students’
academic performance. The academic performances included: standardized assessments,
attendance, behavior, and dropout rate. This study sought to compare the criterionreferenced scores of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes, as well as the GPA scores,
attendance rates, number of disciplinary referrals, and the dropout rate of the 2 categories
of students, using non-experimental research. The major findings of this study revealed
that more at-risk non-athletes dropped out of school than at-risk athletes.
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INTRODUCTION
Serious challenges face American high schools in the new millennium. Although
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2004 (NCLB) tackled raising accountability in the
nation’s schools, students are still failing to complete high school. Of the numerous
academic and social issues plaguing the country’s secondary institutions, none seem as
perilous as the dropout rate (The White House, 2010). America’s secondary schools have
been re-named “Drop-out factories” - “less than 60 percent of ninth graders are enrolled
as 12th- graders four years later” (U.S. Department of Education, 2008, p. 12). Sixty-six
percent (66%) of all United States jobs require a high school diploma (Educational
Testing Service, 2005). The President of the United States, Barack Obama, has been
quoted as calling the dropout rate in America, an epidemic [emphasis added] with farreaching and grave consequences for the entire nation (The White House, 2010). The
problem, pervasive across the country, begins after students enter high school. Over one
million students, who enter ninth grade in America each year, never graduate
(Afterschool Alliance, 2009). Although the status dropout rate has narrowed, there is still
a difference between whites, blacks and Hispanics (U.S. Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics, 2014). Most students of color (African
Americans, Hispanics, and American Indians) in their independent subgroups graduate in
lowers rates than any other population of students (White and Asian). Only 54% of
1

African American, 56% of Hispanic, and 51% of American Indians graduated in 2007,
while 77% of White students and 81% of Asian American students graduated that year
(Education Week, 2010b).
According to a national report from Education Week and the Editorial Projects in
Education (EPE) Research Center, despite the prior decade of mostly solid progresses,
the nation’s graduation rate is dropping (Education Week, 2010a). The report found that
3 out of every 10 students in America’s public schools fail to graduate (Education Week,
2010a). The report also contends that although there were 2.9 million graduates in 2010,
there were also 1.3 million non-graduates in 2010 (Education Week, 2010a). Among
those schools where students are failing to graduate, Alabama schools appear to be
amongst the most distressed (Education Week, 2010a). The Alabama high school
dropout rate of 60% is significantly higher than the national average (Coe et al., 2010).
The 2009-2010 U.S. average for freshman graduation rate for public high school students
was 78.2 %. In 2009-2010, Alabama had a 63.8% high school graduation rate.
Alabama’s graduation rate fell well below the national average. A 2% decrease in the
Alabama dropout rate would mean roughly $6.7 billion more in personal earnings, and
the state could have saved more than $245 million in Medicaid, welfare, and money for
the uninsured (Coe et al., 2010). High school dropouts earn about $260,000 less than
graduates, during their working years; thus less money is generated to pay for education
and government services (Dianda, 2008).
According to an annual report of compiled data by the Children’s Defense Fund,
only 69.9% of students entering ninth grade in Alabama graduate from high school
(Children’s Defense Fund, 2012). The state has consistently ranked low in graduation
2

rates (42nd and 47th in the nation) for the last 25 years costing the state billions of dollars
each year in lost wages (Coe et al., 2010).
Students dropping-out could potentially have both social and economic
consequences. Dropouts are more likely to remain unemployed and live in poverty,
requiring public assistance (Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Morison, 2006). More than half of all
jobs in the United States require a high school diploma (Educational Testing Service,
2005). Yet, approximately 3.5 million youth ages 16-26 did not earn a diploma in the
early 2000s, and are unable to seek employment from businesses or companies that
require a diploma (Bridgeland et al., 2006).
High school students in general appear to be dropping out for a variety of reasons.
Dianda (2008) highlights poor basic skills, lack of student engagement, and the very
difficult transition from middle or junior high to high school. Academic failure, a lack of
interest in school, poor attendance, transiency, and various other life factors are listed in
the report commissioned by the State of Alabama in 2010 (Alabama Training Institute,
2012). However, low self-esteem, and lack of hope for the future specifically, usually
lead at-risk students to drop out of school (Hahn, 1988). “Diplomas Count uses the
Cumulative Promotion Index (CPI) method to measure high school graduation rates as
the percent of 9th graders who will earn a diploma four years later” (Education Week,
2010a). “The goal of the CPI method is to provide a measure of the graduation rate for
each of the roughly 11,000 school districts in the nation that enroll high school students”
(Education Week, 2013). Although roughly one million ninth graders enter high school
each year, approximately one million students drop out of school each year (Dianda,
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2008). This study examines the impact of athletic participation on at-risk high school
students.
Statement of the Problem
Educational leaders and policymakers continue to seek programs and initiatives to
lessen the dropout rate for America’s high schools while the debate continues regarding
the benefits of athletics for students at-risk of dropping out. School leaders continue to
ignore the imbalance between athletics and academics, and fail to ensure that academic
goals for high school athletes are a priority (Beem, 2006; Gehring, 2004). Still, inquiries
into high school curricular and extra-curricular activities suggest students benefit from
participation (Holloway, 2000; Yancey, 2007). While qualitative and quantitative data
exist on athletic participation and athletics, no studies were located that explicitly study
at-risk student athletes (Griffin, 1998).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of athletic participation on
at-risk high school students’ academic performance on standardized assessments,
attendance, behavior, and dropout rate. This study reviews school records of students to
determine dropout rates of at-risk students who participate in sports compared with
dropout rate of non- at-risk students who participate in sports. The proposed research
seeks to uncover the impact athletic participation may have on the academic achievement
on standardized assessments, grade point average (GPA), attendance, office discipline
referrals and dropout rate of students who are at-risk of non-completion of high school in
an urban school district in central Alabama.
4

Theoretical Framework
Three theories underpin this study: Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, Hirschi’s theory
of social bonds (Hirschi, 1969), and Maslow’s theory of motivation (Maslow, 1943)
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory was developed by Maslow to explain that human
beings’ actions are driven by the attainment of goals. Moreover, humans constantly seek
life fulfillment and desire personal growth in life. The Hierarchy of Needs is visually
represented by a pyramid consisting of five levels with the four lower levels representing
the physiological needs and the top level of the pyramid representing a human’s growth
needs. The four physiological needs in order from lowest to highest are: physiological,
safety, belongingness, and esteem. The highest level of the pyramid is self-actualization
(Maslow, 1943).
The lowest of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is the physiological needs or
physiological drives which include homeostasis and appetites. Physiological needs are
the basic necessities of all humans such as air, food, water, sleep, and activity. Moving up
the hierarchy, humans desire to feel safe and have needs met. Examples of safety needs
are feeling safe in a person’s environment or neighborhood, and secure with long-term
employment and health insurance. Belongingness is a person’s need to belong and
receive love and affection (Maslow, 1943). Love and affection could be received from
relatives and romantic partners and the sense of belonging can be a result of joining and
participating in larger groups such as a religious community, athletic organization, or a
social group. For the next level of the hierarchy, Maslow (1943) explained that esteem,
which includes a person’s confidence, self-esteem, and achievement are crucial. The
highest and most prominent in the hierarchy is self-actualization which encompasses
5

morality, creativity, and personal growth (Maslow, 1943). Self-actualization is defined as
the process that takes place in an adolescent as a result of nature or a “creator” (Bigge &
Shermis, 2004, p. 10).
Maslow (1943) theorized that once the lowest physiological needs on the
hierarchy are met, a person moves on to the next level. A person’s progression up to
higher levels in the hierarchy can be disrupted by the inability to meet lower needs. The
needs are all related to one another and cannot be separated. As humans continue to
satisfy their needs, the growth needs become more important (Maslow, 1943).
The Theory of Social Bonds proposed by Hirschi (1969) explains the reasons for
delinquency. The National Association of School Psychologists (NASP, 2001) defines
delinquency as minors committing acts that would be considered a crime if committed by
an adult. According to data from the U.S. Department of Education and the Center for
Safe and Responsive Schools, at least 75% of schools report having zero tolerance
policies for such serious offenses (Pediatrics, 2003). Schools have turned to suspension
and expulsion from school to decrease these acts. For some students, expulsion leads to
school dropout (Fowler, 2010). Delinquency is intrinsic in human nature; however
conformity takes place when there is a formation of social bonds between people and the
larger society (Wiatrowski et al., 1981). Four elements of social bonds are attachment,
commitment, involvement, and belief (Hirschi, 1969). Attachment refers to the
connections an individual has with others such as family members, while commitment
relates to life-goals such as going to college or being successful in life (Wiatrowski et al.,
1981). Involvement is an individual’s participation in activities valued by society
(Hirschi, 1969). Belief refers to the acceptance of the morals of society (Hirschi, 1969).
6

Delinquency is less likely when the elements of the social bond are strong (Wiatrowski et
al., 1981). An individual who feels a strong connection to the broader community or
institution tends to be aware of the values and opinions of that community or institution
(Yu & Gamble, 2010).
Both the Social Bond Theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory connect
to the proposed study because Social Bond Theory suggests that if a person’s needs are
met, there is no reason to be delinquent. Even more, if a student is attached and
committed to a school via both academics and athletics, the student may be less likely to
be at-risk for dropping out of school. With the sense of connectedness students will also
develop self-efficacy (Broh, 2002). Share (2005) asserts that activities such as athletics
are motivational and if a student is involved with athletics, an activity highly valued by
the school community and society in general, the sense of belonging develops. Lippman
and Rivers (2008) believe that students behave better when they are more engaged and
develop a sense of connectedness.
The Theory of Motivation, also developed by Maslow, explains that students are
motivated by physiological and growth needs. Once a student’s basic need for selfesteem is met, the student will seek to meet personal growth needs. Students are at-risk to
drop out of school because many of their needs are not being met, and there may be no
motivation to meet the goals of completing and graduating from high school. If the basic
needs of students are met and if those students can feel a sense of belonging by
participating in school athletics, the motivation to fulfill the broader goals of the society
can be met. A student who wants to participate in athletics may then work towards
academic achievement motivated by participation in athletics.
7

Research Questions
The following research questions were developed to guide the study:
R1, Academic indication 1, Is there a statistically significant difference between
the academic achievement on the Alabama High School Graduation Exam (AHSGE) of
at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R2, Academic indication 2, Is there a statistically significant difference between
the GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R3, Academic indication 3, Is there a statistically significant difference in the
attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R4, Academic indication 4, Is there a statistically significant difference in the
number of discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes.
R5, Is there a statistically significant difference in the dropout rate of at-risk
athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
Limitations
This study has the following limitations. The study was conducted at seven high
schools in a district where 95% of the school system’s students were identified as Black,
with the remaining 5% comprised of White, Asian, Hispanic, Indian, Multi-race and
Pacific Islander (Alabama State Department of Education, 2012a). Over 80% of the
system’s students in kindergarten through 12th grade received free lunch, and
approximately 5% received reduced lunch in the 2011-2012 school year (Alabama State
Department of Education, 2012b). In addition, the system did not make Annual Yearly
Progress (AYP) in the 2010-2011 academic school-year although individual schools met
the AYP criteria (Alabama State Department of Education, 2012c). Therefore, results
8

may not be generalizable to all high schools within the state of Alabama nor the entire
United States. Second, AHSGE assessment scores for all students may not be available
for various reasons such as absence on the day of the test, or enrollment into the high
school after testing. Third, while standardized assessments are good measurements of
academic achievement, the results are not necessarily indicators of success in postsecondary institutions.
Delimitations
The proposed study was delimited by the fact that the researcher only used data
collected on at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes high school students from Grades 9
through 12, sampled from the entire student bodies of all seven schools, chosen for the
study. Finally, only students who participated in school sanctioned sports were included
in the study. Students who participated in activities outside of the schools may have
skewed results.
Definition of Terms
Terms that are technical in nature, subject to multiple interpretations and/or
unique to this study are defined as follows:
Alabama High School Graduation Exam (AHSGE). High school students in
Grades 10-12 are assessed with the AHSGE. The 100% multiple-choice, criterionreferenced exam consists of reading, language, mathematics, science and social studies.
Students have multiple opportunities to take parts of the test throughout high school
(Alabama State Department of Education, 2003). The exam was first developed in 1983
and was revised in 1991. To ensure assessment validity, 100 Alabama teachers were
9

involved in numerous phases of development over a period of four years (Alabama State
Department of Education, 2003).
Annual Yearly Progress (AYP). AYP is the annual measure of student academic
achievement (U.S. Department of Education, 2012a). The NCLB mandated that all
students be on grade level and proficient in reading and mathematics by the year 2014
(U.S. Department of Education, 2012a). In Alabama, “grade level proficiency” means a
student is on level III is meeting academic standards (Alabama’s Education Report Card,
2013). The proficiency level is established by the state. Proficient signifies strong
academic performance. Students reaching this level have demonstrated competency over
challenging subject matter (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012).
At-risk. Students who are in danger of school failure or non-completion are atrisk. The observable criteria for at-risk students are: (1) below grade level academics (2)
poor attendance (3) poor behavior and (4) environmental issues such as poverty, illiteracy
or limited literacy, student neglect, adolescent pregnancy, abuse, and homelessness
(Franklin County Schools, 2012). For the purpose of the proposed study, the term “atrisk” refers to students who met the criteria set forth by the Alabama State Board of
Education. Students who were below benchmark in the core subjects of science, language
arts, social studies, or mathematics, have a high rate of tardiness or truancy, have a high
number of disciplinary referrals, and have any other environmental issues such as poverty
or homelessness, is included in the definition. These students generally live in urban
poverty and rural isolation, differ culturally and linguistically from the mainstream, and
are achieving at lower academic levels.
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Athletic Participation. Athletic participation describes student voluntary
engagement in school-sanctioned sports outside of the regular academic curriculum
(Knox, 2007).
Drop-out. Alabama public schools define a dropout as a student in Grade 9 to 12,
who was enrolled in a secondary school anytime in a previous school year but not
enrolled on October 1 of the current school year. In addition the student did not complete
an educational program nor graduated from high school (Morton, 2011).
Extracurricular activity. Extracurricular activities are structured, unrequired,
voluntary activities outside of the regular academic curriculum (Mahoney et al., 2003).
Free and Reduced Lunch. Students in the Free and Reduced Lunch Price Program
either receive free or a reduced fare lunch under the National Lunch Act based upon
family income (United States Department of Education, 2012a).
Grade Point Average (GPA). A student’s GPA is calculated by dividing the
cumulative grade points earned by the attempted credit hours taken on a 4.0 scale (U.S.
Department of Education, 2012).
Interscholastic sports. are team-based organized sports activities sponsored by the
district which occur outside the school day and do not receive academic credit toward
promotion and/or graduation (Richmond School District, 2009).
Local Educational Agency (LEA). An LEA, also known as the school district or
county, manages local schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2012).
Office Discipline Referral (ODR). An Office Discipline Referral (also known as a
discipline referral) is a form used by teachers and staff to document student behavioral
problems (McIntosh et al., 2009).
11

Significance of the Study
At-risk students dropping out of school is a major issue in the school district in
which this proposed study takes place. The school superintendent, principals, counselors,
and teachers have all attended professional development and conducted countless
meetings to determine what programs or strategies can be used to lower the school
dropout rate. Local school officials should compile the necessary information and find
ways to solve these problems at the local level because descriptive data at the national
level are not necessarily useful for defining local dropout problems.
Although empirical research has been conducted on athletic participation in
middle and high school institutions, there is a limited body of research regarding at-risk
students and athletics. The majority of empirical research on athletic participation has
been conducted on athletes and non-athletes, leaving a gap in regard to at-risk students.
This research study adds to the existing body of research regarding participation in
extracurricular athletics, prompting educators and administrators to further investigate the
effects of athletic participation on students who are at-risk of school failure or noncompletion, and possibly provide local educational agencies and educational leaders with
data that might assist in making data-driven decisions regarding athletics within schools.
The study may be significant to parents, students, and the community as well. The
study provides a comparison between athletic participation and non-participation with atrisk students. Data collected provide information of whether or not there is a meaningful
relationship between at-risk athletes and academic achievement. It should be understood,
however, that this information is only evidence of association and should not be
interpreted as cause and effect.
12

Summary
The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of athletic participation on
at-risk high school students’ academic performance on standardized assessments,
attendance, behavior, and dropout rate. The study compared the criterion-referenced
scores of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes, as well as the GPA scores, attendance
rates, number of disciplinary referrals, and the dropout rate of the two categories of
students, using non-experimental research.
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The following chapter reviews the current empirical research and literature
regarding student athletic participation and academic achievement. The review begins
with a historical perspective on athletics in schools. The chapter also contains a review of
literature on athletic participation and the impact on students, high school drop outs,
student at-risk factors, and self-esteem, as well as, elements of dropout prevention, social
bonding, and the use of athletics in dropout prevention. The focus is on the extent of the
problem, the degree to which certain factors may be associated with dropping out, and the
consequences to society. A secondary purpose is to explore what is already known about
athletics in dropout prevention.
The literature search began in January of 2012. The researcher accessed the
electronic journal articles via the Mervyn H. Sterne Library of the University of
Alabama-Birmingham. Databases searched included Educational Resource Information
Center (ERIC), Education Full Text, EBSCO Host, and Academic Premier. Each
database was accessed in order to find the most current empirical research literature
available. Search terms used were: athletics, athletic participation, athletic participation
and academic achievement, extracurricular activities, interscholastic sports, and high
school athletes. The researcher limited the search of literature to articles within the last
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10 years, although historical information from beyond the last decade was found to be
pertinent for use in this literature review.
A Brief Historical Review of the Background of the Study
LEAs, administrators, and teachers are still charged with the goal of meeting the
academic and social needs of all students. According to Pellicer (1990), the increasing
alarm over the dropout rate and its implication for this nation’s well-being has pressed
school administrators nationwide to implement dropout intervention and recovery
programs. Pellicer (1990) further asserted that some of these programs have been highly
successful and can serve as models for developing similar successful programs, but only
if their most fundamental elements are first identified and appropriately addressed.
“Some of the common elements shared across numerous programs include attention to
school climate in order to facilitate student engagement, rigorous coursework for all
students, and the effective use of extended learning time during the school day”
(Kennelly & Monrad, 2007, p. 3). States with low dropout rates, such as New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, Minnesota, and Vermont, have implemented intervention and mentoring
programs with the common goal of engaging the family and early detection of students
who could be categorized as at-risk (Coe et al., 2010), both of which are also common
fundamental elements in preventing dropouts. In addition, freshman academies are put
into place in order to address the issues facing schools. Freshman academies are
intervention programs for underprepared students entering the ninth grade. The Freshman
Academy “identifies students’ academic and nonacademic needs and provides a
supportive learning environment to help address these needs in a way that leads to
successful promotion through high school” (Emmett & McGee, 2012). The programs
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discussed above have shown to be successful; however, a look at interscholastic activities
has not been mentioned.
The development of freshman academies, an emphasis on students both before
and after ninth grade, and the continuation of interscholastic athletics (students who
participate in high school team-based organized sports activities), are underway to boost
freshman success, and in the long run reduce high school dropout rates (McCallumore &
Sparapani, 2010). Interscholastic athletic participation is a possible part of the solution in
improving the problems schools face today. Interscholastic athletics is one of many
interscholastic extracurricular activities. “Interscholastic extracurricular activities are
school-authorized athletic or education activities which include: athletics, marching
band, chorus, and academic clubs” (FHR, 2011, p. 181). NCLB legislation seeks to
improve the nation’s academic outcomes, but athletic participation could be the
component that addresses academic, emotional and social needs of children (Mirk, 2007).
Researchers assert that interscholastic sports are a crucial component of education
because of the many positive outcomes they have for students; (Lutz et al., 2009) with
83% of students ages 6-17 participating in sports at some point of their matriculation
throughout elementary and secondary school (Cook, 2003).
Educators do not agree on the benefits of athletic participation. Although millions
of students play sports as an extracurricular activity, interscholastic athletic programs are
often threatened by district budget deficits (Lumpkin & Favor, 2009). School districts
across the nation, including Texas and Georgia, have introduced policies that either
reduce or completely eliminate athletics in the entire district. In addition, a pervasive
opinion exists among some educators that athletic participation does not contribute to
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academic performance (Gadzic, 2009). However, studies have found a significant
relationship between extracurricular activities including athletics, and academic
achievement in secondary and postsecondary schools (Buoye, 2004); that participation in
extracurricular activities, including athletics, engaged students and provided benefits for
academics.
The concept of “at-risk” is ambiguous in literature. Doss (1987) cited a definition
of at-risk students that is most appropriate for educators on the high school level: “Failure
to complete high school and to attain knowledge and skills sufficient to continue
education beyond high school or to be employed” (p. 4). At-risk students are those whom
traditional modes of education have failed (Doss, 1987). The National Center for
Education Statistics’ Statistical Analysis Report (1992) defines an “at-risk” student as a
student who is likely to fail at school. Each state, as well as the District of Columbia
varies in how it identifies at-risks students.
The State of Alabama Act of 1995 discusses at-risk students who perform below
the standards set by the Board of Education (Alabama School Connection, 2015). The
state of Alabama will be the focus site of this study. According to Franklin County
Schools in Alabama, the Alabama State Department of Education contend that students
may be at-risk of not experiencing school success and facing the possibility of school
non-completion and/or failure (Franklin County Schools, 2012). Failure in school can be
a result of various health, family, and environmental situations, circumstances, and/or
conditions (Franklin County Schools, 2012). Observable indicators include: (1) below
standard academics (2) poor attendance (3) poor behavior, and (4) environmental issues
(Franklin County Schools, 2012). Poverty, illiteracy or limited literacy, student neglect,
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adolescent pregnancy, abuse, and homelessness are examples of environmental issues
detrimental to student success in school (Franklin County Schools, 2012). The focus site
of this study will be narrowed down to Franklin County, which is in the state of Alabama.
The statistics for at-risk children in Alabama are grim. An annual report by the
Children’s Defense Fund entitled Children in Alabama (Children’s Defense Fund, 2012)
states there are over 8,000 cases of documented abuse and neglect, with over 80,000
children either in foster care, adopted foster care or being raised by grandparents
(Children’s Defense Fund, 2012). Approximately twenty-seven percent of the children in
the state live in poverty and 12.9% live in extreme poverty (Children’s Defense Fund,
2012). There are 101,434 or 8.9% of children living without health insurance (Children’s
Defense Fund, 2012).
The contention of the researcher is increased participation in extracurricular
athletics could be deemed a part of the solution to improving the problems schools face
today. Even though interscholastic athletic programs have often been singled out as
programs that could be eliminated due to budget restraints and the sentiment that sports
create a distraction from academics, coaches and other educators believe that athletic
participation can possibly aid in improving education.
A Brief Historical Perspective: Athletics in School
Until the 19th Century, the focus of American schools was mostly academic
subjects such as reading and writing. The release of the Cardinal Principles of Secondary
Education first published in 1918 by the Commission on Reorganization of Secondary
Education created the framework for athletics in school. The seven principles established
were health, command of fundamental processes, worthy home membership, vocation,
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civic education, worthy use of leisure, and ethical character (Wraga, 1999). The report
established the principles for high schools as well as athletics in schools.
Physical education in the United States was mandated as a subject in public
school after the realization that many young men were not fit enough to join the military
and fight in World War I (Boyce & Mitchell, n.d.; National Association for Sport and
Physical Education, 2012). The National Committee on Physical Education was formed
and soon thereafter, 17 states adopted physical education requirements, with 30 more
adopting the requirements.
Today, athletics play a major role in American high schools (Knox, 2007; Tublitz,
2007). A 2012 survey conducted by the National Federation of High School Association
found that 7,677,955 male and female students participate in school athletic programs
(National Federation of High School Associations, 2012).
Athletic Participation and Academic Achievement
The U.S. Department of Education’s Center for Educational Statistics conducted a
study in 1995 of some 18,500 students in high school or beyond and found that students
who participated in athletic activities generally had a higher GPA than students who did
not participate. Similar studies have been conducted in Minnesota, Iowa, Kansas, and
Colorado. These studies indicated that higher achievement combined with interscholastic
athletics could be attained (Pressley & Whitley, 1996).
Slotz (1986) compared the grades of 1,550 athletes with 4,553 non-athletes in one
district. The athletes’ grades were consistently higher. A 2.67 GPA on a 4 point scale
compared to a 2.12 for the non-athletes. Slotz (1986) also found that the athletes received
more failing grades when they were not participating in a sport than when they were
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participating. Nuhn (1991) also found that both male and female athletes had
significantly higher GPAs than their non-athlete peers. “ These findings lend support to
the conclusion drawn by Spreitzer and Pugh (1973), who found that high school athletes
not only had higher averages (GPAs) than non-athletes, but also were more often enrolled
in college preparatory curricular” (Pressley & Whitley, 1996, p. 75).
Hawley (1999) conducted a study that compared the GPAs of male and female
student athletes with that of the overall school population. The athletes in Hawley’s
study had a significantly higher GPA than the overall school population, 3.16 as
compared to 2.99. Furthermore, 71% of the athletes had a GPA within the 3.0 to 4.0
range.
The factor that affected GPAs in these studies was the amount of participation by
students in athletics. The more athletes participated in sports, the greater the positive gap
between their grades and the grades of their non-athlete peers (Pressley & Whitley,
1996). When students participated in athletics, they were more likely to spend at least 3
hours a week studying at home. They also scored better on a test of vocabulary, reading,
and math. Student-athletes are less likely to have a GPA of 2.0 or less than their nonathlete counterparts (Lewis, 1989). Spreitzer and Pugh (1973) listed five factors that
explain the higher academic performance of athletes:
1.

The athlete might receive special encouragement and assistance from coaches,
teachers, and counselor.

2.

The physical conditioning and discipline required for participation in athletics
might transfer to educational endeavors.
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3.

Eligibility requirements and the hope of qualifying for college scholarships might
motivate athletes to achieve higher grades.

4.

The prestige resulting from athletic participation may produce a more positive
self-concept and higher aspiration in other activities, including academics.

5.

Athletic participation often facilitates membership in the “in crowd” in high
school, which is disproportionately middle class in origin and typically, college
oriented. (p. 80).
Researchers have also examined the impact of athletic participation on school

discipline problems. It has been reported that non-athletes were more likely to internalize
norms and values that favor rebellious and illegal behavior (Smith, 1994). Researchers
have found a definite relationship between participation in co-curricular activities and a
lower incidence of delinquency. Athletes tend to be less delinquent than comparable nonathletes (Landers & Landers, 1978; Rombokas, 1995).
Student athletes may conform to acceptable behavior patterns to remain eligible to
participate by not violating any team rules or policies. Those who participate in other cocurricular activities are less predisposed to commit delinquent acts in the first place
(Grunenfelder, Johnson, Maike, & Schutte, 2012). The explanation is that participants in
co-curricular activities have less time to get in trouble because of the commitment to
participation time (Landers & Landers, 1978; Holland & Andre, 1988).
Athletics encourages or persuades students to stay in school. Athletes are less
likely to drop out of school than non-athletes. One researcher reported that 94% of high
school dropouts in the United States did not participate in co-curricular or athletic
programs (Durbin, 1986). It was also reported that 9.2 % of non-athletes dropped out of
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school before graduating, while only 2% of athletes failed to finish high school (Diringer,
1993).
The participation in athletics exerted a holding influence over some students who
might otherwise have dropped out of school (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1990). Without
athletics, many students would not remain in school. This influence could be particularly
true of starting players on athletic teams who develop an attachment to their coach. They
saw their coach as an important influence on their lives and their future academic
accomplishments (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1990).
According to Yaffe (1982), there are compelling arguments in favor of athletic
expenditures in that sports keep youngsters from dropping out of school. A senior at
Harrison High School, Colorado Springs, Colorado, for example, talked about how he
was suspended for fighting and kept from playing baseball. He felt like dropping out and
only returned a year later to play baseball (Yaffe, 1982). “Teachers have, too, said that
they could think of several students over the years that stayed in class to play ball and
along the way may have actually learned something” (Yaffe, 1982, p. 179).
The participation in interscholastic athletics serves as a reason for some students to
remain in school. The involvement in athletics gives these students a means of achieving
recognition and status which leads to higher levels of scholarship (Otto & Alwin, 1977).
For the academic performance of our young people to improve, they have to get them
involved in more co-curricular activities and not fewer. Snyder and Spreitzer (1990) said
that the participation in interscholastic athletics may lead to experiences, attitudes, selfperception, and treatment that enhance the academic performance of students for the
following reasons: (1) there may be an increased interest in school including academics,
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generated through participation in sports (2) athletes are motivated to perform at higher
academic levels in order to remain eligible (3) athletic success may lead to a heightened
sense of self-worth that spills over into academic performance (4) coaches, teachers, and
parents take an interest in athletes including their classroom performance (5) athletic
participation may lead to membership in elite peer groups and an orientation toward
academic success and (6) an athlete may have the hopes or expectation of participation in
athletics at the collegiate level. The remarks of students and school personnel recorded
by Yaffe (1982) are pertinent:


It gives kids a goal; something to work for said the Doherty High School Athletic
Director.



Sports make you try harder in class said Harrison High School quarterback
Ramon Esquilin. If you’re not eligible, you cannot play.



Trying hard in football carries over to other things, said another Harrison player.
You learn to take pride in what you do to do it right. (p. 179)
Athletics plays a vital role in high school students’ lives. Coaches and educators

view athletics for not only winning games, but also a wide range of ways that enhance
education. One way is that athletics contribute to socialization in schools and instills a
plethora of positive qualities in students including sportsmanship and character (Gerdy,
1992; Harper 1986; Slotz, 1986; Thompson, 1986; Rombokas, 1995). Advocates of
athletic programs in schools disclose the positive aspects of students’ participation. First
of all, sports are thought to provide students with additional motivation to maintain their
focus on school. Athletics are not only a positive factor on a school environment, but
effective motivators of students to a greater level of self-discipline in the classroom
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(Robinson, 1990). In a study of high school students in Ohio, it was found that athletes
had a higher average attendance of 98.6%, as compared to the general student population
attendance of 96.9% (Griffin, 1998). In addition, the athletes accounted for only 10% of
the disciplinary problems leading to in-school suspension (Griffin, 1998).
Another benefit of participation in athletics is the influence it has in the
socialization of children. According to Griffin (1998), for children, a sport is often about
more than just having a good time and developing physical skills. Sports are much more
important. Griffin (1998) contended that sports offer the opportunity for children to face
significant challenges in life. It is in the sports arena where personal issues are resolved.
Griffin (1998) stated: “Sports is about growing up, the direction life will take for a child.
Sports can have a considerable effect on the success or failures of that process” (p. 19).
The role of athletics can be a very powerful tool in developing a student into a
quality citizen. Petress (1992) has acknowledged some characteristics that athletic
participation offers to students which include students develop skills of learning
teamwork. The researcher also found benefits for students such as reaping the rewards of
perseverance, building confidence, appreciating the value of following the rules,
becoming skilled in thinking ahead, and experiencing individual and collective pride
(Petress, 1992).
Current researchers cannot definitively agree upon the benefits of athletic
participation on academic achievement. However, several studies suggest that there is a
positive relationship between athletics and student achievement (Mixon & Trevino, 2005;
Stephens & Schaben, 2002) found that students who participated in at least one sport
earned higher overall GPAs and more specifically, higher GPAs in mathematics.
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Norlander (2006) discovered that students who received regular vigorous exercise in
sports such as soccer earned higher scores in science and English courses. The results of
a study, conducted by Yiannakis and Melnick (2001), found positive effects of athletic
participation on student GPAs. Males, students from higher socioeconomic statuses,
private schools, and students who had previous sports participation were found to have a
more positive outlook on their education and future, and discipline reduced problems
(Yiannakis & Melnick, 2001).
There are also studies that suggest athletic participation does not impact academic
performance. In a study comparing pre-season and post-season athletic participation and
academic performance, Din (2005) found no statistically significant difference in the
grades of 225 high school student athletes from four high schools. Studies have found
that no relationship exists between higher academic achievement and athletic
participation (Holsendolph, 2006). In fact, athletic participation had a negative or
detrimental impact on students academics and career development because athletes often
have unrealistic expectations about their future and place little emphasis on academics
(Gehring, 2004; Holbrook, 2004; Riede, 2006).
At-Risk Students
The definition of who is at-risk will include categories of conditions that have
deep roots outside of the school. Numerous social factors characterize adolescents as atrisk for dropping out of high school. The major factors associated with school attendance
for the at-risk adolescent are: (a) inability of students to generate and maintain
interpersonal relationships with other students, (b) a “good riddance” attitude by staff
toward truants, (c) inability to feel a part of the school (lack of ownership), (d) difficulty
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with class work, (e) frustration with school work, (f) perception that the school
expectations are too difficult, (g) inconsistent disciplinary procedures, and (h) a
permissive attendance policy without appropriate consequences for truancy (Rood, 1989).
Dropping Out
Researchers (Combs & Cooley, 1994; McDill, Natriello, & Pallas, 1993)
described students who dropout from a variety of perspectives and suggest the
importance of various student and institutional characteristics. Good (1993) gave an
explicit definition of dropout:
A dropout is an elementary or secondary school pupil who has been in
membership during the regular school terms and who withdraws or drops from
membership for any reason except death or transfer to another school or before
completing an equivalent program of studies. Such an individual is considered a
dropout whether dropping out occurs before or between regular school terms,
whether it occurs before or after he has passed the compulsory school attendance
age, and where applicable, whether or not he has completed a minimum required
amount of schoolwork. (p. 198)
School attendance was cited as the earliest and most visible indicator of potential
problems in school (Graham, 1989). Graham contended that a diverse set of students are
expected to receive schooling from a school system for at least 12 years, though the
system is not noted for promoting universal academic success or flexibility in meeting
their educational needs. The researchers further asserted that in the past, the schools’
solution to these students with chronic absences on a conscious as well as unconscious
level had simply been to have these students leave (Graham, 1989).
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Countless variables are associated with high school dropouts. Some of these
variables are school failure, family background, learning problems, and antisocial
behavior. However, little insight or understanding has been gained into the nature of the
experience that may have led to students’ decisions to leave school without graduating
(Quinn, 1991).
Most studies conducted during the last 25 years have relied on survey and
interview approaches (Good, 1993). Although there has been some consistency in student
responses, research methods, and findings, the studies divulge very little about the
reasons why they left school before graduation. Until very recently, researchers have
continued to use the same methods of approach in exploring why so many students
continue to dropout.
At-risk students show persistent patterns of underachievement and of social
maladjustment in school leading to their failure to finish high school. In 1990, the
national dropout rate averaged about 25% (Sklarz, 1990), and for minorities, the rate was
higher with an average of 30% leaving school before completion (Lintos, 1991).
(Kaufman, 1997) Data show a slight variance and asserts that the dropout rate was about
16% in the United States. The dropout rate for Hispanic Americans was 35%, and the
dropout rate was about 18% for African Americans (Kaufman, 1997).
According to Dager (1989), the potential dropouts are dissatisfied with school,
unable to communicate with teachers, and perceive that few teachers care about them as
individuals. Generally, potential dropouts choose peer groups who feel the same way, and
continue the cycle seeing themselves as others see them (Steinberg, 2014).
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Researchers McDill, Natriello, and Pallas, (1993) stated that potential dropouts
are unpopular, immature, irresponsible, lack friends and leadership abilities, and agree
with this view of them; it is not surprising that they often choose to respond to what they
perceive to be a hostile environment by dropping out of school. Nor is it surprising those
students who are dissatisfied in school and view themselves as failures should seek to
leave an environment providing negative feedback. As a key caveat point, though, such
interpretations by researchers may inadvertently absolve schools of responsibility for
changing and appear to place the blame on the personality deficiencies of the student who
decides to dropout (McDill et al., 1993).
Hahn’s (1998) work contributed significantly toward an understanding of the
interaction process that leads to dropping out and to the importance of the school
environment. He suggested that research is needed on the cause for dropping out. The
research is not only in the characteristics of the early school level, but also in the middle
and high school. Research should focus on institutional policies and practices that
negatively affect the potential dropout.
McCallumore and Sparapani (2010) suggest that infrastructural change to policy
and trends in education may also contribute to the overall number of at-risk students,
against the backdrop of already rough transitional times.
Increased graduation requirements and rocky transitions from middle
school to high school seem to include a majority of the reasons for students
struggling, failing, and dropping out. Since high school graduation requirements
and the transition to high school both involve the ninth grade, a lot of research has
focused on the importance of the ninth-grade year. Solutions to help ease the
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transition to high school, including the development of freshman academies and
an emphasis on students both before and after ninth grade, are underway to boost
freshman success, and in the long run reduce high school dropout rates. (p. 447)
Levin (2005) contended that the dropout rate of the disadvantaged student is
higher than the student that is well off (the student with two parents, nice home, and a
good support system); according to data, it approaches 50%. These students often enter
elementary school with achievement levels that are two years below their counterparts.
Unless this gap can be closed before these students enter secondary school, the higher
standards will discourage their performance (Levin, 2005).
In Izeogu’s (2008) study of Alabama public schools, researchers found an uneven
distribution of high school graduation and dropout rate among Alabama counties as well
as a high probability of dropout rate in metropolitan areas, and counties with high child
poverty rate, high family poverty and single mother families. Similarly, some population
groups are more prone to a high rate of high school dropout and conversely low
graduation rate. The graduation rates for most minority students are lower than the
national average (Dianda, 2008). For example, in 1998, the African American high
school graduation rate was 56%, 78% for Whites non-Hispanic and 54% for Latino
students.
Dropout rates and school continuation rates are closely tied. According to Willis
(1989), a most salient and readily observable indicator of educational failure is the
dropout rate. While problems of conceptualizing and measuring dropout rates are difficult
for school officials, they provide a reasonable straightforward indicator of how well the
educational system is doing. Society finds value in high school diplomas, therefore,
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students dropping out are perceived as failure for school districts, the student, and the
student’s family (Willis, 1989). Night school graduation is an important rung on the
educational ladder. The next rung is the student’s decision to continue on to college.
Willis (1989) contended in his study of youth that they are likely to stay in school if they
are enrolled in a college preparatory program and expect to attend college. He also
asserted that while there has been a small decline in college attendance of all students, the
most serious rate of decline is in the case of the African American student. The fact that
African Americans and other minority groups have traditionally viewed college
completion as an important means for economic and social mobility, this decline
becomes even more distressing. School staffs, particularly those of junior and senior high
schools, need to recognize depressed aspiration about school continuance as a significant
indicator that requires their attention.
At-Risk Factors
There are a number of social factors that characterize adolescents as at-risk for
dropping out of high school. This section describes some of the major factors identified
in the literature that are common with adolescents who have been identified as at-risk.
The major factors associated with school attendance for the at-risk adolescent are: (a)
inability of students to generate and maintain interpersonal relationships with other
students, (b) a “good riddance” attitude by staff toward truants, (c) inability to feel a part
of the school (lack of ownership), (d) difficulty with class work, (e) frustration with
school work, (f) perception that the school expectations are too difficult, (g) inconsistent
disciplinary procedures, and (h) a permissive attendance policy without appropriate
consequences for truancy (Rood, 1989).
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In an article in the American Association of School Administrators, Brodinsky
(1990) discussed some major factors that put students at-risk including:


Factors associated with poverty, such as inadequate food, damage to dignity and
self-esteem, and inadequate home facilities to study and complete homework



Factors associated with ethnic and racial origins such as deficiency in English
language, deviation in habits, customs, language, and behavior from the main
body of students and middle-class norms, excessive punishment (detention,
suspension, or expulsion) brought about differences in behavior of minority
students and home backgrounds characterized by poverty, single parents, low
value placed on schooling



Factors associated with school and schooling, such as in appropriate courses for
students of low academic achievement, unsuitable instructional materials,
ineffective teaching styles, a traditional emphasis on memorization, recitation,
unsuitable verbalism, and excessive testing, and a lack of counseling or guidance



Factors associated with home and family which include divorce and the effects on
children, trauma due to death or other family catastrophe, parental apathy for
children, parent’s own history of dropping out of school, and transiency, negative
attitudes of parents toward education, schools, and teachers.

The factors that affect students were found to be: (1) low self-esteem (2) poor emotional
health (3) lack of life goals (4) lack or loss of hope for the future (5) no self-discipline (6)
peer pressure (7) drugs or alcohol abuse (8) premature sexual activity and (9) alienation
from other students, teachers, family, and self (Brodinsky, 1990).
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Self- Esteem
Wehlage (1990) looked at the locus of control and self-esteem of students before
and after they dropped out and compared these attributes with those of peers who
continued on to graduation and beyond. He found that dropouts began with slightly
higher self-esteem than non-college-bound students who stayed in school, and that the
dropouts actually increased the differential over time. The overall increase in self-esteem
in dropouts matched that of the higher group, the college bound. For at-risk students, it
seems that school can actually inhibit personal growth. Dropping out of school apparently
had beneficial effects on the self-images of these students. Almost certainly, such schoolrelated contributors of low self-esteem such as lack of positive cooperative relationships
involving students, staff, parents, and administrators affect students’ school performance
and leads to their decision to drop out. Although there are many factors that may
contribute to low self-esteem, some students are quick to recover from self-defeatism.
An interesting approach to helping at-risk students succeed is to examine the
notion of “resilience.” Despite incredible hardship and the presence of at-risk factors,
some students have developed characteristics and coping skills that enable them to
succeed. They appear to develop stable, healthy personas and are able to recover from or
adapt to life’s stresses and problems. These students can be termed resilient (Wehlage,
1990). The factors that seem to be related to resiliency can be organized into three
categories. These categories are individual attributes, positive use of time, and school.
In the category of individual attributes, resilient at-risk students possess
characteristics that elicit positive responses from individuals around them (McMillian &
Reed, 1993). According to McMillian and Reed (1993), at-risk students’ positive
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attitudes are usually rewarded with helpful reactions from those around them. The at-risk
students come to see the world as a positive place in spite of the difficult issues with
which they have to deal. These positive attitudes may include respecting others, coming
to class prepared, and volunteering for in and out-of-class assignments. According to
Wehlage (1990), high intrinsic motivation and internal locus of control seem to enable
resilient at-risk students to succeed. Peng (1992) found that locus of control was a
significant predictor of academic success. Students with higher academic achievement
tended to have a more internal locus of control.
McMillian and Reed (1993) spoke to the issues of many at-risk students in a study
they conducted. The students in the study spoke of satisfaction gained from experiencing
success in self-fulfilling activities. These students were motivated by a desire to succeed,
to be self-starting, and to be personally responsible for their achievements.
In the category called positive use of time, McMillian and Reed (1993) stated
resilient at-risk students used their time positively and were meaningfully involved in
school. Active involvement in extracurricular activities at school and in other areas seems
to provide a refuge for at-risk students. This involvement did not leave students with
much spare time. Extracurricular activities such as hobbies, sports, and organizations help
the growth of self-esteem according to McMillian and Reed (1993). Rombokas (1995)
added that being involved in an activity is considered special. He believed that activity
appears to increase self-esteem, and that persons will have the belief in their ability to
succeed. Such involvement may provide an important social-psychological support
system by connecting the students to others in meaningful ways (Rombokas, 1995).
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Success in these activities may be important in enhancing self-esteem by providing
recognition and a sense of accomplishments (McMillian & Reed, 1993).
The last category is the school factor. The resilient at-risk student seems to find
support outside of the home environment. These students, in general, like school or at
least put up with it. School is more than academics for these students according to
McMillian and Reed (1993). Most resilient at-risk students are involved in at least one
extracurricular event or activity that becomes an informal source of support (Rombokas,
1995). According to Fine (1993), extracurricular activity not only increased involvement,
belonging, and self-esteem, it also provided a network of people who have a common
bond. Extracurricular activities at school, especially sports, seem to mitigate the powerful
and widespread peer pressure not to do well (McMillian & Reed, 1993). McMillian and
Reed (1993) asserted that the involvement in extracurricular activities maintains the
resilient at-risk student’s positive engagement in school.
Teachers play an important role in the success of resilient students. In three
qualitative studies, resilient at-risk students mentioned school staff who had taken a
personal interest in them as being important to their success (McMillian & Reed, 1993).
Both interpersonal relations and professional competence are important to at-risk
students. Leak (2003) contends:
The at-risk students cited the following interpersonal qualities of a teacher as
being caring, having respect for them as persons and as learners, listening without
being intrusive and providing encouragement. Resilient at-risk students also look
at the importance of professional behavior (p. 31).

34

These qualities included the ability to represent and further the goals of the system and
the school, a willingness to listen to the motivations behind inappropriate behavior before
they are disciplined, high expectation, and praise that they can succeed. Educators must
work together to encourage and support resilient at-risk students.
Joint productive activity is another name for this form of "working together"
toward a common goal. In the process, the teacher underscores the connection between
academic concepts and everyday life, which is basic to the process by which mature
thinkers understand the world (Tharp et al., 2000). The real life lessons of
cooperation/team work, goal setting, hard work, and self-motivation can often off-set the
social environment that many at-risk students live in. The nature and quality of the social
and emotional interactions between teacher and students is therefore central to any
discussion of quality education (Entz, 2007).
Elements of Dropout Prevention
Dropout prevention is an important area of study because society’s cost for
individuals who drop out of high school is estimated into billions of dollars (Rouse,
2005). The factors associated with at-risk students can lead a student to make many
negative decisions. It also can cause a student to choose a lifestyle, which leads to shame
and embarrassment. These factors can be so overwhelming that a student may turn to the
use or selling of drugs, alcohol, and even dropping out of school. According to Lintos
(1991) there are agencies like Youth Future that use various programs after school to help
students cope with these factors. One program in particular, the Teenage Pregnancy
Parenting Program (TPPP), helps teenagers deal with pregnancy by preparing young
mothers and fathers for parenthood. Programs such as the TPPP can be aids in helping at35

risk students with these factors. However, many such programs take place after school
and many of the at-risk students do not participate.
The prescription for dropout prevention is made up of several components. First, a
successful dropout prevention effort must tailor educational responses to the specific
situations of students. For example, “A school program that works with school-aged
mothers will develop an intervention strategy to address needs that differ from the needs
of youth whose poor attendance is a function of serious home problems” (Quinn, 1991, p.
76). Willis (1989) suggests that school continuation is a key factor in mitigating the
factors of dropout rate. If school systems can identify the specific issues that cause
prolonged absence in at-risk students, and intervene quickly, perhaps drop-outs can be
curbed. Athletic programs could serve as an incentive for students to not engage in
activities that would cause prolonged absence from school.
McMillian and Reed (1993) suggested several implications for school personnel
toward a dropout prevention program, such as, instructional strategies and techniques,
must be developed to promote internal locus of control, self- efficacy, optimism, and a
sense of personal responsibility. Teachers should establish reference points where
achievement will be identified, and they must continually relate success to effort and
ability. Goal setting is also important, particularly setting long-range goals that
demonstrate the need to focus beyond one’s immediate interests and activities.
Second, McMillian and Reed (1993) suggested teachers, administrators, and
counselors need to be trained and encouraged to provide classroom activities and
classroom environments that stress high academic achievement while also building
students’ self-esteem and self-confidence. The classroom environment should facilitate
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time on task, student interaction, students’ success, and positive reinforcement for desired
classroom behaviors. Teachers need to be aware of the difference between high
expectations and high standards. High expectations involve beliefs about what students
are capable of doing and achieving, while high standards do not necessarily suggest that
those students can reach them (Oregon Department of Education, 2000). Entz (2007)
suggests positive experiences in school help provide students a sense of belonging,
bonding, and encouragement.
In addition, McMillian and Reed (1993) asserted that extracurricular activities
need to be expanded and promoted in schools where there are large populations of at-risk
students. As previously mentioned, these activities increase involvement in school.
However, many at-risk students will not voluntarily participate in activities because of
their general feelings of disconnectedness. Teachers and administrators should develop
needed programs and systematically issue personal invitations for at-risk students to join.
Third, teachers need to be provided with the training and encouragement to
develop relationships that benefit at-risk students. These students need teachers who are
respectful, caring, honest, patient, open-minded, and firm. At-risk students also need
teachers who understand learning styles, expect positive results, and recognize cultural
norms and differences (Guild, 2001).
Problems of low self-esteem and lack of hope for the future usually lead at-risk
students to drop out of school (Hahn, 1988). Students classified as at-risk are associated
with factors such as low school attendance, poor academic performance, premature
sexual activity, lack of life goals, and no self-discipline. The concern of at-risk students
dropping out of school is a major issue in the school district in which this study took
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place. High school success is especially critical to at-risk students; developmental
theorists have long believed that late adolescence/early adulthood is a critical period
during which individuals strive to form a clear sense of identity, which helps to direct
their present and future behavior. (Marcia, 1994) Not only do the at-risks students have to
deal with the well-documented social ills that plague their communities, high school is
just a time where children naturally begin to form their identities. Healthy outlets like
scholastic sports often help students socialize and form identities with positive
attachments. Negative attachments, in identity formation, against the backdrop of already
struggling communities contribute to increased drop-out rates.
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METHODOLOGY
Evaluation research is widely used in the field of education. According to Gay
(1992), evaluation research is the systematic process of collecting and analyzing data in
order to make a decision. Likewise, evaluation research is used to assess various
products in education (Charles & Mertler, 2002). Gall, Gall, and Borg (1999) have
identified six aspects of education where this type of research is used most often. These
aspects are: instructional methods, curriculum materials, programs, organizations,
educators, and students. Teachers and administrators often use this type of research to
formally evaluate programs which have been implemented at the school level.
The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of athletic participation on
at-risk high school students’ academic performance on standardized assessments,
attendance, behavior, and dropout rate. The methodology guided data collection in order
to uncover how athletic participation affects students. This study offers information to
local educational agencies, administrators, teachers and coaches to make data-driven
decisions regarding athletic programs.
While the purpose of this study was to determine the impact of participation in
athletics and the influences on the overall school performance of at-risk students, other
beneficial findings were anticipated. Specifically, the researcher sought to determine
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whether or not there was a significant statistical difference in the impact of participation
in athletics on students who have been identified as “at-risk.”
Research Questions
This investigation attempted to answer the following five questions, each
accompanied by a null hypothesis. The null hypothesis suggested that no significant
difference would exist between at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes (Dodge, 2003).
R1, Academic indication 1, Is there a statistically significant difference between
the academic achievement on the Alabama High School Graduation Exam
(AHSGE) of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
H0: There is no statistically significant difference between academic indication 1:
the academic achievement on the Alabama High School Graduation Exam
(AHSGE) of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R2, Academic indication 2, Is there a statistically significant difference between
the GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
H0: There is no statistically significant difference between academic indication 2:
the GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R3, Academic indication 3, Is there a statistically significant difference in the
attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
H0: There is no statistically significant difference between academic indication 3:
the attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R4, Academic indication 4, Is there a statistically significant difference in the
number of discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes.
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H0: There is no statistically significant difference between academic indication 4:
the number of discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R5, Is there a statistically significant difference in the dropout rate of at-risk
athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
H0: There is no statistically significant difference between academic indications:
dropout rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
Research Design
Charles (1995) says, "Causal-comparative research strongly suggests cause and
effect..." (p. 305). The strategy for this research study was a descriptive quantitative,
non-experimental study utilizing ex-post facto data from high schools within an urban
school district in Alabama. Quantitative research is either descriptive or experimental
and tests the relationship between variables using numerical data (Creswell, 2009).
Experimental research applies treatments to groups in order to influence outcomes of
studies (Creswell, 2009). The proposed study did not utilize a treatment but collected
existing and ex-post facto data. The specification of the methodology was descriptive.
The statement of data type was quantitative. The types of variables included categorical,
quantitative, criterion, independent and dependent variables. The study sample was nonrandom. The overall research methodology was Testing Differences. The researcher
showed statistically significant differences between at-risk athletes and at-risk nonathletes and further predicted that this difference may happen in the future. The term
“ex-post facto” translates to “after the fact” in Latin. Data regarding achievement on the
AHGE and student GPAs, attendance, behavior from discipline referrals, and the dropout
41

rate were collected from two groups: (1) at-risk athletes and (2) at-risk non-athletes who
attended Franklin County high schools in Alabama during the 2011-2012 school-year.
Quantitative Data Collection
Data collection in this study consisted of archival student information. First, a list
made available by the school district of students identified by the school as at-risk was
compiled. The students were then identified as either an at-risk athlete who participated
on one or more athletic teams during the 2011-2012 school-year or at-risk non-athlete
during the 2011-2012 school-year. After obtaining Institutional Review Board approval
to conduct the study from MSU and completing IRB training from MSU, the researcher
began the data collection process and coded the data using a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.
1. In an effort to protect the anonymity of individuals included in the study,
pseudonyms replaced real names. All names and identification numbers remained
confidential throughout the study. The data were disambiguated by entering it
into Excel in numerical value and into two categories, at-risk athletes and non-atrisk athletes. The researcher did not include any district assigned identification
numbers nor the names of individual students. Instead, it was requested that the
data be provided with the identification already removed, and each participant
assigned an unidentifiable number.
2. At-risk student grade levels and AHSGE and GPA assessment information was
available through the school student information system. The School system
information was made available to the researcher by the school principal.
3. The athletic director provided the researcher with a roster of all athletic teams during the 2011-2012 school-year. Using this information and the information
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provided by teachers, the researcher coded each at-risk student as 0=at-risk nonathlete, 1=at-risk athlete.
4. The school principals provided the researcher with the number of student
disciplinary referrals, after the researcher gained permission from the School
District.
5. The school principals provided the researcher with student dropout and noncompletion data.
Population and Sample
The target population for this study was students who were enrolled in a public
school system within the United States. To narrow down a population, the researcher
used a sample of 381 students that represented the greater whole (n=381). The study
focused on two sets of students, at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes students within a
school district in Alabama. Gray, Grove, and Burns (2013) contend that samples are
“those people targeted in a study” (p. 100). This study focused on a large urban school
district with nearly 30,000 students in kindergarten through 12th grade, located in
Alabama. The study district comprised of over 50 schools including 25 elementary
schools, 9 middle schools, and 7 high schools, and one alternative high school. 95%
percent of the school system’s students were identified as Black, with the remaining 5%
comprised of White, Asian, Hispanic, Indian, Multi-race and Pacific Islander (Alabama
State Department of Education, 2012a). Over 80% of the system’s students in
kindergarten through twelfth grade received free lunch and approximately 5% receive
reduced lunch in the 2011-2012 school-year (Alabama State Department of Education,
2012b). Students in the district participate in various sports including football, girls’ and
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boys’ basketball, boys’ and girls’ baseball/softball, track and field, soccer, volleyball, and
cheerleading. The district employs over 3,000 county level administrative leaders and
school level administrators, staff, and over 1,200 teachers. Although individual schools
did meet the criteria for AYP, the system did not make AYP in the 2011-2012 academic
school-year (Alabama State Department of Education, 2012c).
Across the 7 high schools, approximately 7300 students are served. A random
number of 500 students from each school were chosen by the researcher to produce a
population of 3500 students, which given the confidence level, provided the researcher
with a sample of 381. The number 500 was a representative number to pull a sample
from. Thus, to narrow down the population even further, the researcher used a random
sample of 381 for a population of 3500 students and confidence level of 95%. Selecting a
sample size depends on various elements (Wiersman, 2000). The sample for this study
was selected from Grades 9 through 12 of each high school during the 2011-2012
academic school-year. Thus, the study was relegated to all seven high schools in the
district of study which serves approximately 7300 students in Grades 9 – 12. Participants
were students divided into two categories: at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes.
The researcher selected samples from a secondary data source. The sources of
secondary data for this study were data collected from the county, school’s information
system, school counselor, and athletic director. Secondary data provide a framework for
the research project, development of research question(s), and validation of study
findings. The researcher was the primary data collector for the research study and
collected the archival data for the 2011-2012 school-year from these sources. The school
counselor provided the free and reduced lunch data, class rosters, assessment, attendance,
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disciplinary referrals, and dropout data for students and the athletic director provided
rosters of athletic teams. The study of courses collected by someone other than the
researcher is known as archival research or secondary data research. Archival research is
the study of existing sources. “Without archival research, any research project is
necessarily incomplete” (Boundless, 2014, p. 1).
Researcher Bias and Participant Confidentiality
Researchers have to clarify possible bias in a research study (Creswell, 2009). The
researcher did not have any contact nor have any relationship with students in this study
and used existing data. The researcher has never been and is not a paid staff or faculty
member of the school district of study. The confidentiality of students identified during
data collection was achieved by assigning pseudonyms. All data and other materials
related to the study are stored in a private, locked, stationary file cabinet located in the
researcher’s private residence for a period of 3 years, after which it will be destroyed by
the researcher.
Assumptions
There were core assumptions evident in this study. This study assumed that the
Alabama High School Graduation Exam was an accurate measure of student classroom
academic achievement. The study also assumed that all students, including at-risk
students, received the same opportunities for learning from each school.
Procedures
The researcher took the IRB review workshop online (see Appendix A). The
researcher contacted the superintendent of schools to obtain permission to collect student
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data from individual high schools, and sought permission to conduct this study from the
research and evaluation department of the school district participating in the study via the
superintendent (see Appendix B). A letter was written to the athletic director over the
high schools explaining that the researcher would require access to the information of
students in grades 9 through 12 and that each student would remain anonymous and all
names and student identification numbers would remain confidential (see Appendix C).
The researcher also obtained approval to conduct research from the Mississippi State
University’s IRB (See Appendix D). After permission was obtained from the school
district and IRB granted certification (See Appendix E), collection of all data
commenced, and was concluded during the fall of 2014.
Data Processing and Analysis
Five research questions were analyzed utilizing the AHSGE standardized
assessment, GPA, attendance, discipline referrals, and dropout data collected from each
school site. The data analysis plan for data is detailed below.
Analysis
Data collected were entered in an Excel spreadsheet and analyzed using
descriptive and inferential statistics software. The Statistical Package for Social Science
(SPSS) 16.0 software was used to analyze the data and to generate descriptive statistics
(Creswell, 2009). Descriptive statistics were used to derive a number of statistics and to
make comparisons of the students’ overall academic success, GPA, attendance, number
of discipline referrals, and dropout rate. Inferential statistics was used to make judgment
on any observed difference between groups that might happen by chance in this study.
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Inferential statistics is closely tied to the logic of hypothesis testing. In hypothesis
testing, the goal is usually to reject the null hypothesis. Inferential statistics procedures
seek to determine if the sample characteristics are sufficiently deviant from the null
hypothesis to justify rejecting it (Gabrenay, 2003). The techniques that were used to
analyze the data included the Levene’s Test and the analysis of variance (ANOVA) for
differences between groups; such as the average GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk nonathletes. Most of the major inferential statistics came from a general family of statistical
models known as the General Linear Model. This included the Chi Square,
Crosstabulation, (ANOVA), and Welch’s ANOVA (Trochim, 2006). “Inferential
statistics arise out of the fact that sampling naturally incurs sampling error and thus a
sample is not expected to perfectly represent the population. The methods of inferential
statistics are (1) the estimation of parameter(s) and (2) testing of statistical hypotheses”
(Laerd Statistics, 2013).
Research Question 1, academic indication 1, asks, “Is there a statistically
significant difference between the academic achievement on the Alabama High School
Graduation Exam (AHSGE) of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?” To address the
question, the researcher used a Chi-Square Test and Crosstabulation to determine if there
is a difference in AHSGE scores among participants when they are grouped based on the
five subject areas (Reading, Mathematics, Language Arts, Science, and Social Studies)
for at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. The Chi-Square and Crosstabulation are
appropriate for understanding the difference amongst two or more factors.
Research Question 2, academic indication 2, asks, “Is there a statistically
significant difference between the GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?” To
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address the question, the researcher used an ANOVA to determine whether or not there
was a difference in GPAs of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes (Dodge, 2003).
Research Questions 3, academic indication 3, asks, “Is there a statistically
significant difference in the attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?”
To address the question, the researcher used Welch’s ANOVA to determine whether or
not there was a difference in Attendance rates of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes
(Field, 2009).
Research Question 4, academic indication 4, asks, “Is there a statistically
significant difference in the number of discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk
non-athletes?” To address the question, the researcher used Welch’s ANOVA to
determine if there was a difference in discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk not
athletes (Field, 2009).
Research Question 5 asks, “Is there a statistically significant difference in the
dropout rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?” To address this question, the
researcher used a Chi Square test and Crosstabulation to determine if there was a
difference in the drop-out rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes.
Ethical Confidentiality Statement
In accordance with the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Rights and Privacy
Act of 1974 (United States Department of Education, 2012), the names of the school
district, the schools, and the participants were not disclosed. All national, state, and local
regulations regarding confidentiality were followed. The researcher strictly adhered to all
university policy and procedures for protection of human subjects. Participant
confidentiality remained throughout the investigation process and after the completed
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study. All identifying information regarding the school district and individual school
sites remained anonymous through the use of pseudonyms. All data will remain kept in a
private, locked, stationary file cabinet located in the researcher’s private residence.
Consent and letters of permission were obtained throughout the research process and all
human subjects’ confidentiality and rights were protected before, during, and after
completion of the study.
Summary
The purpose for the quantitative, non-experimental study was to explore the
impact of athletic participation on at-risk high school students’ academic achievement,
GPA, attendance, behavior and dropout rate. The research design has been detailed and
procedures used in collection of the ex-post facto data were discussed. The analysis of
the research questions was detailed.
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DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
The objective of this quantitative method study was to investigate the impact of
athletic participation on at-risk high school students’ academic performance on
standardized assessments, attendance, behavior, and dropout rate. The following research
questions guided this study:
R1, Academic indication 1, Is there a statistically significant difference between
the academic achievement on the Alabama High School Graduation Exam (AHSGE) of
at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R2, Academic indication 2, Is there a statistically significant difference between
the GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R3, Academic indication 3, Is there a statistically significant difference in the
attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
R4, Academic indication 4, Is there a statistically significant difference in the
number of discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes.
R5, Is there a statistically significant difference in the dropout rate of at-risk
athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
In this chapter, the researcher discussed the data collection, data analysis and
results.
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Description of the Sample
To collect the data, the researcher met with the schools’ athletic director, school
principals and counselors of each of the seven high schools in the selected district. Data
were obtained on at-risk athletic high school students’ and at-risk non-athletic high
school students’ academic performance on standardized assessments, attendance,
behavior referrals, and dropout rate. The researcher met at locations that were considered
convenient by the participant providing the data. Two of the meetings were conducted in
person and five were conducted in over the telephone. The collection of data lasted
approximately 30 to 60 minutes. Each representative from the seven schools provided
the requested data for their students. As the data were collected during the meeting, the
researcher entered the data in an Excel spreadsheet, identifying each student by numbers
1000 through 1381. The representative provided the following data for each student:
grade level, at-risk status, GPA, free or reduced lunch status, attendance /days missed in
school, behavior referrals, dropout status, and their high school graduation exam status.
The population for this study included at-risk athletic students and at-risk non
athletic students who were enrolled during the 2011-2012 academic year in one of seven
high schools in a large urban school district in Alabama. A random sample of the
population was used in this study. Participants were students divided into two categories:
at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. After data collection, the total sample of
participants in this study consisted of 381 students (n=381), 141 at-risk athletic students
and 240 at-risk non-athletic students. (See Table 1 below).
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Table 1
Population of At-Risk Athletes and At-Risk Non-Athletes
Frequency Percentage
At-risk Athletes
At-risk NonAthletes
Total

Valid

Cumulative

Percentage

Percentage

141

37

37

37

240

63

63

63

381

100

100

100

The sample for this study was selected from Grades 9 through 12 of each high
school during the 2011-2012 academic-year. The seven high schools in the district of
study serve approximately 7300 students in Grades 9 – 12. Among the 381 sample
students, 99 (65 at-risk non-athletes and 34 at-risk athletes) were 9th graders, 107 (70 atrisk non-athletes and 37 at-risk athletes) were 10th graders, 94 (55 at-risk non-athletes and
39 at-risk athletes) were 11th graders, and 81 (51 at-risk non-athletes and 29 at-risk
athletes) were 12th graders. The majority of the students within the sample were 10th
graders. (See Tables 2 and 3 below).
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Table 2
Population of At-Risk Athletes and At-Risk Non-Athletes by Grade Level
Student

At-risk Non-

9th

10th

11th

12th

Total

65

70

55

51

240

At-risk Athletes

34

37

39

29

141

Total Count

99

107

94

81

381

Athletes
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Table 3
Population of At-Risk Athletes and At-Risk Non-Athletes by Grade Level with
Frequencies
Grade Level

Frequency Percentage

Valid

Cumulative

Percentage

Percentage

ninth grade

100

26.2

26.2

26.2

tenth grade

107

28.1

28.1

54.3

eleventh grade

94

24.7

24.7

79.0

twelfth grade

80

21.0

21.0

21.0

381

100.00

100.00

100.00

Total

The sample for this study was also distinguished by free and reduced lunch
eligibility. As defined by the United States Department of Education (2012a), students in
the Free and Reduced Lunch Price Program receive free or a reduced fare lunch under the
National Lunch Act based upon family income. “To qualify for the free and reduced
lunch program, families have to be at or below 185 percent of the federal poverty level which calculates out to about $44,000 for a family of four” (Huntsberry, 2015). States use
free and/or reduced fare lunch to identify at-risk students (Griffith, 2014). Out of the 141
at-risk athletes, 114 qualified for free and reduced lunch, and 27 did not qualify for free
and reduced lunch. Out of the 240 at-risk non-athletes, 196 qualified for free and reduced
lunch, and 44 students did not qualify for free and reduced lunch. This indicates that 81%
of at-risk athletes and 82% of at- risk non-athletes were identified as at-risk based on
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their free and reduced lunch eligibility. Nineteen percent (19%) of the at-risk athletes and
18% of the at-risk non-athletes were not eligible for free and reduced lunch. (See Table 4
and 5).
Table 4
At-risk Athletes’ Free and Reduced Lunch Eligibility (n=141)
Free and Reduced Lunch Eligibility

Number of Students

Qualify for Free and Reduced Lunch

114

Does Not Qualify for Free and Reduced Lunch

27

Table 5
At-risk Non Athletes’ Free and Reduced Lunch Eligibility (n=240)
Free and Reduced Lunch Eligibility

Number of Students

Qualify for Free and Reduced Lunch

196

Does Not Qualify for Free and Reduced Lunch

55
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Findings Related to Research Questions
Research Question 1
Research question 1 was: Is there a statistically significant difference between,
academic indication 1, the academic achievement on the AHSGE of at-risk athletes and
at-risk non-athletes? The AHSGE is given for the first time to 11th graders; therefore, the
exam was relegated to 11th and 12th graders only. The total sample of participants
eligible to take the high school graduation exam consisted of 175 students, 69 at-risk
athletic students and 106 at-risk non-athletic students; however, out of the 106 at-risk
non-athletic students, there were no scores for four of those students. Out of the 69 atrisk athletic students, there were no scores for seven of those students. The total number
of students who took the AHSGE was 164 (n=164). As mentioned in the limitations,
AHSGE assessment scores for all students may not be available for various reasons such
as absenteeism or late enrollment. The Crosstabulation analysis (See Table 6) indicated
that more at-risk athletes (76%) passed the AHSGE than at-risk non-athletes (55%). Still,
the majority of students who were not eligible to take the AHSGE were classified as atrisk non-athletes (57%). The results of chi square (See Table 7) indicate that at-risk
athletes and at-risk non-athletes differed significantly based on their graduation exam
scores, X2 (2) = 7.354, p = .03.
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Table 6
Alabama High School Graduation Exam Student Crosstabulation results
student

AHSGE Passed
Graduation
Exam

AHSGE Failed
Did not take
AHSGE

Total

Count
% of
Total
Count
% of
Total
Count
% of
Total
Count
% of
Total

Total

At-risk
At-risk NonAthletes
Athletes
47
56

103

76%

55%

63%

15

46

61

24%

45%

22%

79

138

217

56%

56%

57.0%

141

240

381

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

The Crosstabulation analysis show that 24% of at-risk athletes failed the AHSGE
and 45% of at-risk non-athletes failed the AHSGE. The statistical test, Chi Square,
results (See Table 7) indicate that the difference in the Graduation Exam was statistically
significant based on student type, X2 (2) = 7.354, p = .03; therefore, the null hypothesis
was rejected. The Crosstabulation analysis also showed that a significantly higher
percentage of at-risk athletes (76%) passed the AHSGE than at-risk non-athletes (55%).
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Table 7
AHSGE Chi-Square Test Results for At-risk Athletes and Non-Athletes
Value
7.354a
7.524
1.554

Pearson Chi-Square
Likelihood Ratio
Linear-by-Linear Association
N of Valid Cases

df

Asymp. Sig. (2-sided)

2
2
1

.025
.023
.213

381.000

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is
22.57.

Research Question 2
Research question 2 was: Is there a statistically significant difference between,
academic indication 2, the GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
The results of the Levene’s test (See Table 8) indicated that the assumption of
homogeneity was not violated, p = .08; therefore, the null hypothesis was retained.
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Table 8
Levene’s Test of Homogeneity of Variances for At-risk Athletes and At-risk Non-athletes
GPAs
Levene Statistic

df1

df2

Sig.

3.035

1

379

.082

As shown in Table 9 at-risk athletes had higher GPA scores (M=2.82, SD=0.397)
than at-risk non-athletes (M=2.57, SD = 0.445).
Table 9
GPAs for At-risk Athletes and At-risk Non-Athletes
N

Mean

Std.
Deviation

Std.
Error

95% Confidence Minimum Maximum
Interval for Mean
Lower
Bound

At-risk
Athletes
At-risk
NonAthletes
Total

Upper
Bound

141 2.8119

.39706 .03344

2.7458

2.8780

2.00

3.74

240 2.5677

.44457 .02870

2.5112

2.6242

1.56

3.89

381 2.6581

.44309 .02270

2.6134

2.7027

1.56

3.89

The data showed that the at-risk athletes had higher GPA scores (M=2.82,
SD=0.397) than at-risk non-athletes (M=2.57, SD=0.445). The results of the ANOVA
(See Table 10) indicated that the differences in GPA scores were statistically significant
based on student type, F(1, 379) = 28.965, p <.001; therefore, the null hypothesis was
rejected. At-risk athletes had significantly higher GPAs than at-risk non-athletes.
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Table 10
At-risk Athletes and At-risk Non-athletes GPA ANOVA Test
Sum of
Squares
Between
Groups

df

Mean Square

5.297

1

5.297

Within Groups

69.309

379

.183

Total

74.606

380

F
28.965

Sig.
.000

Research Question 3
Research question 3 was: Is there a statistically significant difference in,
academic indication 3, the attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
When analyzing the original variables for the attendance rate of at-risk athletes
and at-risk non-athletes, the researcher determined, based on statistical analysis, that the
data were non-normal. Thus, data transformations were necessary (See Table 11).
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Table 11
Summary of Statistics for Absences, Behavior, and GPAs
GPA

behavior referral

381

381

381

Missing
Mean

0
2.6581

0
3.15

0
1.63

Median

2.7000

2.00

1.00

Mode
Std. Deviation
Skewness
Std. Error of Skewness
Kurtosis
Std. Error of Kurtosis
Minimum

3.00
.44309
.104
.125
-.510
.249
1.56

0
3.691
2.869
.125
10.968
.249
0

0
2.231
2.357
.125
7.397
.249
0

3.89

24

13

N

Valid

absences

Maximum

Data Transformations. The skewness and kurtosis values for Absences were
well above +-2.00, indicating the data were non-normal. Data transformation was made
by calculating the square root of each variable. The variables were renamed,
SQRTAbsences, to reflect the changes. As indicated in Table 12, the skewness and
kurtosis values are well below +-2.00.
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Table 12
Transformation of Original Absences and Behavior Referral Variables
absences SQRTAbsences behavior referral SQRTReferrals
N

Valid
Missing

Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Deviation
Variance
Skewness
Std. Error of Skewness
Kurtosis
Std. Error of Kurtosis

381
0
3.15
2.00
0
3.691
13.621
2.869
.125
10.968
.249

381
0
1.4759
1.4142
.00
.98950
.979
.425
.125
.817
.249

381
0
1.63
1.00
0
2.231
4.975
2.357
.125
7.397
.249

381
0
.9106
1.0000
.00
.89747
.805
.515
.125
-.516
.249

Null hypothesis: There is no significant difference between Student Type and
Attendance Rates. The results of Levene’s test (See Table 13) indicate that the
assumption of homogeneity was violated, p = .04, which was below the set alpha of .05;
therefore the null hypothesis was rejected. Welch’s ANOVA was used as an alternative
to test for statistical significance when this assumption has been violated (Field, 2009).
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Table 13
Levene’s Test of Homogeneity of Variances for Absences
Levene Statistic

df1

df2

Sig.

4.214

1

379

.041

The descriptive data (See Table 14) showed that 63% of absenteeism occurred among atrisk non-athletes as opposed to 37% of absenteeism that occurred among at-risk athletes.
Table 14
Descriptive Analysis for Absences
N

Mean

Std.
Deviation

Std.
Error

95% Confidence Minimum Maximum
Interval for Mean
Lower
Bound

At-risk
Athletes
At-risk
NonAthletes
Total

Upper
Bound

141 1.1379

.77204 .06502

1.0093

1.2664

.00

2.65

240 1.6745

1.04908 .06772

1.5411

1.8079

.00

4.90

381 1.4759

.98950 .05069

1.3762

1.5756

.00

4.90

At-risk athletes averaged fewer absences (M=1.1379, SD=0.06502) than at-risk
non-athletes (M=1.6745, SD=1.049080). The minimum-maximum absences were 0.002.65 for at-risk athletes, but much higher for at-risk non-athletes (0.00-4.90). The results
of Welch’s ANOVA (See Table 15) indicated that the differences in Attendance Rates
were statistically significant based on their absences, F (1, 360.198) = 32.680, p <.001;
therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected.
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Table 15
Welch’s ANOVA Robust Test of Equality of Means for Absences

Welch

Statistica

df1

df2

Sig.

32.680

1

360.198

.000

a. Asymptotically F distributed.

Research Question 4
Is there a statistically significant difference in, academic indication 4, the number
of discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes? The results of Levene’s
test (See Table 16) indicated that the assumption of homogeneity was violated, p = .00,
which is below the set alpha of .05; therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected. Welch’s
ANOVA was used as an alternative to test for statistical significance when this
assumption has been violated (Field, 2009).
Table 16
Levene’s Test of Homogeneity of Variances in Referrals
Levene Statistic
9.317

df1
1

df2
379

Sig.
.002

The results of Welch’s ANOVA (See Table 17) indicated that the differences in
Discipline Referrals were statistically significant based on student type, F (1, 357.395) =
31.158, p <.001; therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected. The mean rate of discipline
referrals for at-risk athletes was .6% as opposed to the mean rate of discipline referrals
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for at-risk non-athletes which was 1.1%. (See Table 17 below). At-risk non-athletes had
more discipline referrals than at-risk athletes.
Table 17
Welch’s Robust Test of Equality of Means for Referrals

Welch

Statistica

df1

df2

Sig.

31.158

1

357.395

.000

a. Asymptotically F distributed.

Research Question 5
Research question 5 was: Is there a statistically significant difference in the
dropout rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes? First, a Crosstabulation was
conducted. The results in Table 18 indicate that out of the 141 at-risk athletes, 0 students
dropped out of school. It also indicated that out of the 240 at-risk non-athletes, 12
students dropped out of school.
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Table 18
Dropout Status Student Crosstabulation
student
At-risk
Athletes
Dropped Out
drop out
status

Total

Did Not Drop
Out

% of
Total
Count
% of
Total
Count
% of
Total

Total

At-risk NonAthletes
0

12

12

0.0%

3.1%

3.1%

141

228

369

37.0%

59.8%

96.9%

141

240

381

37.0%

63.0% 100.0%

The researcher used a Chi Square Test of Independence. The results of the Chi
Square (See Table 19) indicated that the difference in Dropout Rate was statistically
significant based on student type, X2 (1) = 7.279, p = .01; therefore, the null hypothesis
was rejected. The findings showed that 0.0% of at-risk athletes dropped out, as opposed
to 3.1% of at-risk non-athletes who dropped out.
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Table 19
Chi-Square Tests of Independence
Value

df

Asymp. Sig. Exact Sig. Exact Sig.
(2-sided)
(2-sided) (1-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square

7.279a

1

.007

Continuity Correctionb

5.732

1

.017

11.320

1

.001

Likelihood Ratio
Fisher's Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear Association
N of Valid Cases

.005
7.260

1

.004

.007

381

a. 1 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is
4.44.
b. Computed only for a 2x2 table

Summary
The purpose of chapter 4 was to present the findings of this study. This
qualitative method study focused on analyzing the academic achievement on the AHSGE,
GPA, attendance rate, number of discipline referrals, and the dropout rate of at-risk
athletes and at-risk non-athletes. This chapter provided answers to and reported the
findings for all the research questions posed in the study.
The study revealed the existence of significant differences between the academic
achievement on the AHSGE, GPA, attendance rates, number of discipline referrals, and
the dropout rates of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. In all analyses, the results
favored at-risk athletes.
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In Chapter 5 the researcher discusses the broader implications of the data analysis
based on the insights gained from the results discussed in chapter 4. Recommendations
are also made for future research.
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RESULTS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this study was to determine the impact of participation in athletics
and the influences on the overall school performance of at-risk students. Specifically, the
researcher sought to determine whether or not there was a significant statistical difference
in the impact of participation in athletics on students who have been identified as “atrisk.”
This chapter presents a summary of the findings, the conclusions and
recommendations. Chapter 5 begins with a brief introduction and review of the problem,
the research questions, and the methods and procedures that were used in the study and
concludes with recommendations for future research. A summary and conclusion of the
study follows.
Summary of the Study
The general problem that led to this research study was based on at-risk students
dropping out of school. Of the numerous academic and social issues plaguing the
country’s secondary institutions, none seem as perilous as the dropout rate (The White
House, 2010). America’s secondary schools have been re-named “Drop-out factories” “less than 60 percent of ninth graders are enrolled as 12th- graders four years later” (U.S.
Department of Education, 2008, p 12). The specific problem was that among those
schools where students are failing to graduate, Alabama, the state of the school district in
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which the study occurred, schools appear to be the most distressed. There is a limited
body of research regarding at-risk students and athletics. The majority of empirical
research on athletic participation has been conducted on athletes and non-athletes, leaving
a gap in regard to at-risk students.
Summary of Findings and Conclusions
The findings from this study supports the contention that athletics contributes to
students staying in school, and that student athletes are less likely to drop out of school
than non-athletes (Durbin, 1986). The following research questions were posed to
investigate the issue of the impact of athletic participation on at-risk high school students’
academic performance on standardized assessments, attendance, behavior, and dropout
rate.
Research Question One
R1, Academic indication 1, Is there a statistically significant difference between
the academic achievement on the Alabama High School Graduation Exam
(AHSGE) of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?

A Crosstabulation analysis and a statistical Chi Square test was completed in
order to determine if there was a statistically significant difference between the academic
achievement on the AHSGE of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. The results
indicated that there was a statistically significant deference between the academic
achievement on the AHSGE of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes, X2 (2) = 7.354, p
= .03, a significantly higher percentage of at-risk athletes (76%) passed the AHSGE than
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at-risk non-athletes (55%). The findings support and add to existing literature. Existing
research suggest that there is a positive relationship between athletics and student
achievement (Mixon & Trevino, 2005; Stephens & Schaben, 2002). In this study, 76% of
the at-risk athletes did not experience academic failure. The academic achievement of
these students also demonstrates their interest in school. Additionally, some athletes may
have the hopes or expectation of participation in athletics at the collegiate level and/or
have aspirations for higher educational academic achievement (Snyder & Spreitzer,
1990).
Conclusion
The Chi Square test of Independence revealed that the difference in Graduation
Exam scores was statistically significant based on student type, X2 (2) = 7.354, p = .03.
The Crosstabulation analysis also shows that a significantly higher percentage of at-risk
athletes (76%) passed the AHSGE than at-risk non-athletes (55%). Researchers contend
that there are many lessons learned in athletic competition as well as being encouraged by
coaches to do well academically in school. This supports the contention that athletic
activities not only increases involvement, belonging, and self-esteem, it also provides a
network of people who have a common bond as well as mitigate the peer pressure not to
do well academically. Researchers further contend this persist to graduation (The
University of Kansas, 2014).
Research Question Two
R2, Academic indication 2, Is there a statistically significant difference between
the GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
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A Levene’s test, an ANOVA, and a Descriptive analysis were completed in order
to determine if there was a statistically significant difference between the GPA of at-risk
athletes and at-risk non-athletes. The research findings for question two, academic
indication two, revealed that there is a statistically significant difference between the
GPA of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. In this study the GPA of at-risk athletics
was higher than the GPA for at-risk non-athletes. The findings support and add to
existing literature. Based on previous studies, researchers contend that students who
participated in athletic activities generally had higher GPAs than students who did not
(Boone-Ginter, Gimbert, Kuhlman, & Sawyer, 1994). Some researchers further contend
that athletes are motivated to perform at higher academic levels in order to remain
eligible to participate in athletic activities (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1990).
Conclusion
The one-way ANOVAs revealed that there was a statistically significant
difference in GPA scores based on Student Type. The Descriptive analysis showed that
at-risk athletes had higher GPA scores (M=2.82, SD=0.397) than at-risk non-athletes
(M=2.57, SD=0.445). The ANOVA test revealed that the differences in GPA scores
were statistically significant based on student type, F (1, 379) = 28.965, p <.001. Many
school districts have policies that require students to maintain a certain academic standing
in order to be eligible to compete in sports. The findings support the contention that this
policy can be the reason why at-risk athletes persevere in their academic performance.
The Alabama school district has such a policy. The Alabama High School Athletic
Association (AHSAA) is the agency which oversees interscholastic athletic programs for
public schools in Alabama. The AHSAA academic rule requires that students entering
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the 9th grade must have passed during the last two semesters in attendance and summer
school, if applicable, at least five new subjects with a minimum composite numerical
average of 70 in those five subjects and must have been promoted to the next grade.
Students entering the 10th and 11th and 12th grades must have passed during the last two
semesters in attendance and summer school, if applicable, at least six new Carnegie units
with a minimum composite numerical average of 70 in those six units. Additionally, four
core curriculum courses must be included in those units passed and averaged. English,
mathematics, science and social studies are core curriculum courses (AHSAA, 2015).
Research Question Three
R3, Academic indication 3, Is there a statistically significant difference in the
attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?

A Levene’s test, Welch’s ANOVA test and a Descriptive analysis were completed
in order to determine if there was a statistically significant difference between the
attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. The research findings for
question three, academic indication three, revealed that although the Levene’s test
showed that because the assumption of homogeneity was violated, there was no
statistically significant difference in the attendance rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk nonathletes, an alternate test proved differently. The Welch’s ANOVA test and Descriptive
analysis revealed that only 37% of absenteeism occurred among at-risk athletes as
opposed to the 63% of absenteeism that occurred among at-risk non-athletes. These
findings support and add to existing literature. Based on previous studies, researchers
found that athletes had a higher average attendance of 98.6%, as compared to the general
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student population attendance of 96.9% (Griffin, 1998). Some researchers contend that a
major factor associated with school attendance for at-risk students, is the student’s
inability to generate and maintain interpersonal relationships with other students (Rood,
1989). The findings support both the Social Bond Theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs theory.
Conclusion
The results of Welch’s ANOVA revealed that the differences in attendance rates
were statistically significant based on student type, F (1, 360.198) = 32.680, p <.001; and
the Descriptive analysis further illustrated the statistical difference. It showed that at-risk
athletes averaged fewer absences (M=1.14, SD=0.065) than at-risk non-athletes (M=1.67,
SD=1.050). The minimum-maximum absences were 0.00-2.65 for at-risk athletes, but
much higher for at-risk non-athletes (0.00-4.90). Thus, At-risk non-athletes had more
absences than at-risk athletes. Again, researchers contend that there are many lessons
learned in athletic competition as well as being encouraged by coaches to do well
academically in school. They contend that whether it is learning time management or
handling expectations from someone like their coaches, teammates or family members,
athletes learn discipline (The University of Kansas, 2014).
Research Question Four
R4, Academic indication 4, Is there a statistically significant difference in the
number of discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes?
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A Levene’s test and a Welch’s ANOVA test were completed in order to
determine if there was a statistically significant difference between the number of
discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. The research findings for
question four, academic indication four, revealed that there was a statistically significant
difference in the number of discipline referrals of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes.
These findings support and add to existing literature. Based on previous studies,
researchers contend that when at-risk students participate in athletic activities, they have
less time to get in trouble because of the commitment to participation time (Landers &
Landers, 1978; Holland & Andre, 1988). Additionally, researchers contend that athletics
are effective motivators of students to a greater level of self-discipline in the classroom
(Robinson, 1990).
Conclusion
The results of the Welch’s ANOVA revealed that the differences in discipline
referrals were statistically significant based on student type, F (1, 379) = 9.317, p <.002.
The mean rate of discipline referrals for at-risk athletes was .6% as opposed to the mean
rate of discipline referrals for at-risk non-athletes which was 1.1%. Thus, at-risk nonathletes received more discipline referrals than at-risk athletes. As stated in Chapter 1,
schools have turned to suspension and expulsion from school to decrease acts of student
delinquent behavior. For some students, expulsion leads to school dropout (Fowler,
2010). However, delinquency is less likely when the elements of the social bond are
strong (Wiatrowski et al., 1981). The findings support both the Social Bond Theory and
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs theory.
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Research Question Five
R5, Is there a statistically significant difference in the dropout rate of at-risk
athletes and at-risk non-athletes?

A Crosstabulation analysis and a Chi Square Test of Independence were
completed in order to determine if there was a statistically significant difference between
the dropout rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. The research findings for
question five, academic indication five, revealed that there was a statistically significant
difference in the dropout rate of at-risk athletes and at-risk non-athletes. The difference
in Dropout Rate was statistically significant based on student type, X2 (1) = 7.279, p =
.01. The 0.0% of at-risk athletes dropped out, as opposed to 3.1% of at-risk non-athletes
who dropped out. These findings support and add to existing literature. Based on
previous studies, one researcher conducted a study and found that 94% of high school
dropouts in the United States did not participate in co-curricular or athletic programs
(Durbin, 1986). The participation in interscholastic athletics serves as a reason for some
students to remain in school (Yaffe, 1982).
Conclusion
The results of Chi Square indicated that the difference in Dropout Rates was
statistically significant based on student type, X2 (1) = 7.279, p = .01. The findings
revealed that 0.0% of at-risk athletes dropped out, as opposed to 3.1% of at-risk nonathletes that dropped out. Thus, more at-risk non-athletes dropped out of school than atrisk athletes. Again, researchers contend that there are many lessons learned in athletic
competition as well as being encouraged by coaches to do well academically in school.
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They contend that whether it is learning time management or handling expectations from
someone like their coaches, teammates or family members, athletes learn discipline. They
further contend that these factors improve students’ persistence and chances for success
(The University of Kansas, 2014).
The overall findings indicate that there is a relationship between athletic
participation and school dropout prevention. The results of this study provide insight into
the possibility that athletic participation contributes to decreasing the dropout rate of atrisk students. Based on the findings, it is concluded that there is some relevance to the
researcher’s contention that increased participation in extracurricular athletics could be
deemed a part of the solution to improving the problems schools face today.
Implications of the Findings
The results of this study have significant implications for educational leaders who
are seeking a solution to our nation’s secondary school dropout problem. Athletic
participation can possibly aid in improving education. As aforementioned, the problem,
pervasive across the country, begins after students enter high school. Over one million
students, who enter ninth grade in America each year, never graduate (Afterschool
Alliance, 2009).
Recommendations
Several recommendations were appropriate for this study. This study used a
random sample that consisted of student data on students from 7 high schools in large
urban school district. The study also used secondary sources to collect qualitative data.
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This study provided a baseline for future research on the impact of athletic
participation on at-risk students. The following were presented as suggestions for future
research:
1.

Repeat the current study on a larger scale incorporating public school
districts in other states in order to obtain a larger sample size. Larger
sample sizes may contribute valuable additional information and reinforce
the current findings (Prentice, 2005).

2.

Design a case study that examines the characteristics of students who do
not participate in athletics compared with the characteristics of students
who do participate in athletics. By designing a case study such as this, the
findings can further add to the impact of athletics on at-risk students.

The following were presented as suggestions for practice:
1.

The school districts in Alabama should begin to examine the impact of
student athlete participation on at-risk students.

2.

State and district leaders should provide ongoing support for schools to
develop more opportunities for at-risk students to participate in athletic
programs.
Conclusion

This quantitative method study investigated the impact of athletic participation on
at-risk high school students’ academic performance on standardized assessments,
attendance, behavior, and dropout rate among high school students in a large school
district in Alabama. The theoretical framework encompassed four theories: Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs, Hirschi’s Theory of Social Bonds (Hirschi, 1969), Maslow’s Theory
of Motivation (Maslow, 1943) and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory (Maslow,
1943). The findings indicated that athletic participation was a common factor in the
positive outcome of the overall school performance of at-risk students.
According to the data collected and analyzed on the 381 study participants, out of
the 141 at-risk students who participated in athletes, 0 students dropped out of school.
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The data also revealed that out of the 240 at-risk non-athletes, 12 students dropped out of
school. It ultimately revealed that there were statistically significant differences between
the overall academic achievements of at-risk students who participated in athletics in a
positive manner, as opposed to at-risk students who did not participate in athletics.
Serious initiatives should be taken to create opportunities for at-risk students to
participate in athletic programs in order to address the problem of secondary school
dropout. The results could provide a solution that will lessen if not all but dissipate the
dropout rate for America’s high schools. Policymakers and educational leaders can turn
around what the President of the United States, Barack Obama, has been quoted as
calling the dropout rate in America, an epidemic [emphasis added] with far-reaching, and
grave consequences for the entire nation (White House.gov, 2010). America’s secondary
schools would no longer be known as “Drop-out factories,” but rather, institutions that
provide and ensure academic success for all students.
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